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EDITORIALS

PUBLIC HEALTH AND PUBLIC HYSTERIA.

4 s ^ /[AN LIVES" wrote the shrewd and sunny Stevenson "not by
bread alone, but mainly by catch-words. " In that quaintly
expressed truth is found one potent obstacle to hygienic

progress. Because the public, led astray by the fear of a word, misbe-
lieves or disbelieves the true danger, we must, perforce, waste strength in
fighting shadows, while the real enemy exacts its ceaseless toll of life,
all but unchecked.

Take an extreme case. Only a few years ago a wretched alien leper
was harried from state to state in this supposedly enlightened country,
until he met a miserable death from terror and exposure, incidentally
scaring several hysterical cities quite out of their wits. One of those
cities, without alarm or shame, had suffered several years of typhoid fever
with a mortality some two hundred per cent. greater than the average
rate for this nation. Another, just before the leper's advent, had under-
gone an epidemic of whooping-cough, which materially helped to fill the
cemeteries with little graves, but which created no particular comment
because it was " only whooping-cough"-as if a person dead of one disease
were not exactly as dead as a person dead of any other. Again, a third
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community, which rose in panic against the leprous fugitive, was then,
and is now, notorious for its needlessly high infant mortality. Yet, in
the face of real and persistent perils, these places shrank horrified from a
casual and baseless threat.

Why? Because the word "leprosy" is made a synonym for terror in
the most widely read of all books, the Bible. It is impossible to ascribe
the panics to any other cause. Not one American in ten thousand has
ever seen a case of leprosy, or knows from personal knowledge, anything of
the disease. Never has it gained any foot-hold in this country; there is no
reason to believe that it ever will or can. The man with a sore throat-
yes, or with an inflamed eye-who brushes against you in a street-car or
uses the public drinking cup or towel before you, is a more real peril than
any leper. But the leper has upon him the brand of our profoundest
tradition. He is marked with the terror of a word.

With cholera the case is at least more apparently logical, in that the
great Asiatic pest has reaped its harvest in America in the past. That it
will ever again break through our defenses and establish itself, is not more
probable than that New York will be destroyed by a tidal wave or Chicago
by an earthquake. Nevertheless, there is a panic power in its name.
Who can doubt that if a hundred cases of cholera were to appear in various
parts of the country, the government's health authorities could have a
million dollars to fight it? How much can they get today to handle the
hundred thousand dangerous cases of tuberculosis scattered abroad through-
out the nation?

When one of our recurrent cholera scares was winging its high-typed
way through the daily papers, the health officer of a "threatened" city
was visited by a reporter.

"Your paper" said the official "printed a scare-head article today
about the Asiatic peril at our doors".

"Yes " said the reporter: "What's new?"
"I've got a better story for you".
"Produce it. "
"A graver peril to the city," continued the public's physician, "far

graver and far less easily coped with. In fact, I don't mind telling
you privately, we're at our wit's end, officially, in the matter."

"Well?" said the newspaper man impatiently.
"There are over a hundred cases of tuberculosis in the Devil's Hollow

Tenements," answered the physician, portentously.
The reporter laid his pencil on his paper and regarded the physician

with suspicion.
" Is that an unusual number? " he asked.



JOURNAL OF THE AMERICAN PUBLIC HEALTH ASSOCITION 773

" No; its quite usual."
"Then where's your good story?"
"That is. "
"What? "
" That it's usual."
The reporter took it under consideration. "I see, " he said at length,

"but I don't think my paper will see."
And it didn't. It never does. Fear is news. The basis for fear

is not.
Semi-hysterical dread still attaches to certain diseases, over others

equally or almost equally dangerous. Say "scarlet fever" to the average
mother of a family, and she turns pale. Try her with "measles" or
"whooping-cough" and, unless she is exceptionally well informed, she will
laugh off the prospect with some reference to the "unavoidable diseases of
childhood." From the purely individualistic standpoint she is right.
If scarlet fever invades her family, the danger is greater than in the case
of the so-called " unimportant diseases. " But the family is not an isolated
unit. It is open by a thousand media of communication to the influences
of its community, and once measles or whooping-cough has gained a
start in the community, the peril to every family is as great as from scarlet
fever. If statistics show anything, they show that each of these " unavoid--
able diseases of childhood, " (a phrase which itself embodies both ignorance-
and cowardice) whooping-cough and measles, is practically as deadly as.
the dreaded scarlet fever-dreaded because the public has been misled
again by the terror of a word.

Worst of all is that form of hysteria which, for want of a better term,
I may call the hysteria of prudery. Hygienists are agreed that, with the
exception of tuberculosis, venereal disease *the profoundest peril to health
which we have to face in this country. How do we face it? Generally
speaking, we don't face it at all. We ttfrn our backs on it, and cover our
eyes, and a good many of us emit modulated and well-bred shrieks to
indicate that we are properly shocked. Meantime our children grow up
uneducated and undefended, except for such casual information or misin-
formation as they may derive from curious and often purient fellow-
ignorance. That the atmosphere is clearing, there can fortunately be no
doubt. A speaker may deal frankly with sex-hygiene, today, on platforms
from which he would have been angrily driven a few years ago. News-
papers, which have been virtuously indignant at the mere idea of men-
tioning "private diseases, " (except in quack advertisements, heavily
paid for) will now print, more or less guardedly, the warnings of medical
officialdom; and many of them have even cast out the quacks. Within a
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year a hygienist of national reputation has been invited to speak before
several women's clubs on this vital topic.

But it does not follow that proper publicity is yet obtained, or that the
general public has been educated, even to the point of receptivity. Not
long since, the physical director of one of the greatest American colleges
prepared a course of lectures to the students on personal hygiene, two of
which were to be devoted to venereal disease. After the delivery of the
first lecture such a storm of protest was stirred up, mainly by the wives
of the trustees and the faculty, that the second address was abandoned.

Again, a certain semi-official organization requested an expert on
public health topics to deliver a lecture to college men at various institu-
tions, giving them practical advice as to the avoidance of prevalent diseases.

"Very well" said the man. "On one condition, that I be permitted
to treat venereal diseases with the same frankness as tuberculosis or
typhoid. "

The request, while not actually withdrawn, was allowed to lapse. The
hysteria of prudery was too much feared.

In the matter of the hysterical attitude toward venereal disease, there
is a wheel within a wheel. The idea that of the two diseases, syphilis is incal-
culably the worse, and gonorrhea rather unimportant, is a fallacy of the
widest acceptation. In fact, there does not inhere in leprosy itself more of
the terror of a word than in syphilis. Yet, by and large, and with partic-
ular reference to innocent wives iffected by their husbands, it is quite
certain that as much damage is inflicted on the race by the little-considered
infection as by the superstitiously-dreaded affliction. Syphilis can now
be, in many cases, absolutely cured. But no man knows when gonorrhea,
apparently eradicated, may reassert itself to the wreckage of the patient's
life and the health of those dearest to him. To reconstruct the hysterical fear
of syphilis into the just and logical dread due equally to both the sexual
diseases, is perhaps the most vital problem of modem hygienic education.

It all resolves itself into a question of education; patient, unremitting
instruction of the public, through the press, the platform, the pulpit, and
the schools. Nowhere as in hygiene is that public capacity so needed
which Bacon has set down as one part of wisdom, the capacity to learn, not
from the names of things, but from things themselves.
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